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LARAMIAN HIATUS AROUND THE SOUTHERN
ROCKIES
CHARLES KEYES
For a long time after the vast coal fields which extend around
the southern extremity of the Rocky Mountains in southern Colora
do and northern New Mexico, came under close surveillance of
stratigrapher their deposition was regarded as having taken place
during the closing epoch of the Cretacic Period. The great thick
ness of the associated strata were paralleled with the enormously
thick Laramie coal-bearing beds of Wyoming and Montana. On
this point a voluminous literature appeared to be in general agree
ment.
When, in 1902, it was my privilege first to enter the New Mex-
can coal-fields under the aegis of Railroads then building, I soon
began to suspect and then to entertain doubts as to the correctness
of the reference of the entire great rock section to the Laramie
coal series. Casual examination of fossils collected and identified
indicated that the principal coal-yielding strata were really well
down in the Cretaceous column. A considerable part of the upper
portion of the vertical section was in like manner determined to be
certainly very much younger. At the coal camp of Hagan, to
the westward, at the eastern base of the Sandia Range, the Cretacic
rocks were displayed in full detail. Above the top of a published
section 1 the beds were made out to be Tertiary in age. They en
closed a fine petrified forest.
When a little later in the season, with this clue to work from,
the Raton and Trinidad coal-fields were made the subject of spe
cial investigation for the direct purpose of narrowing the limits
of new prospecting as much as possible, the horizon separating
the Cretacic strata from the supposed Tertiary beds was soon
divined. An erosional unconformity was found to be well
marked by a thick, local conglomerate, but the level proved to be
in some localities much lower in the section than was anticipated.
In places the basal conglomerate reached so low as the Trinidad
sandstone, a notable guide horizon just above the top of the
Pierre shales.
1 Eng. and Mining Jour., Vol. LXXVII, p. 670, 1904.
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Following the reports of the earlier Governmental Surveys the
entire coal-bearing section was of the same age as the original
Laramie beds. But the evidence brought forth demonstrated that
while the section was, in its lower part, Cretaceous in age, in its
upper part it was certainly of Tertiary age. The notable uncon
formity plane midway in the section demanded particular attention.
More important than the determination of whether either part of
the section was to be correlated with the typical Laramie of Wy
oming was the evaluation of the depositional equivalent of the un
conformity plane.
In the Raton region the stratigraphic position of the great
sandstone, known as the Trinidad sandstone, was readily deter
mined. This thick stratum manifestly rested directly upon the
Pierre shales. The latter, called the La Jara shales on the farther
side of the Rocky Mountains, were more than 1000 feet in thick
ness, and represented the uppermost member of the Coloradan
series. The Trinidad sandstone, or the Pina Vititos sandstone as
it is termed to the westward, and the 300 to 400 feet of coal-
bearing shales beneath the plane of unconformity were all that
were left of the enormously thick Montanan series. The erosion
plane was an important one.
Since, as indicated by abundant plant remains, the upper 1500
feet of the section was Early Tertiary in age, it was quite evident
that the unconformity plane represented a very long interval of
time. Fully one-half of the great Cretaceous succession was miss
ing. If it ever existed in the region, and it doubtless did, it
had been entirely removed by erosion. If ever any Laramie
beds were present they too, in like manner, had been swept away.
Out of the 4000 feet of vertical section once believed to repre
sent the Laramie formation not a single foot could now be so
regarded. The vast Laramie pile of sediments elsewhere clearly
had no depositional representation here. Stratigraphically the
Laramian horizon was merely the horizon of the unconformity
plane. But the latter possibly represented a time interval even
longer than that in which typical Laramian sediments were laid
down. Lately W. T. Lee 2 came to the same conclusion. In the
Raton region the tremendously thick Laramie section elsewhere
was represented by a complete void. It was a Laramie hiatus.
Deposition took place in other parts of the country; subaerial
erosion in this.
2U. S. Geol. Surv., Prof. Pap. No. 101, p. 56, 1917.
2
Proceedings of the Iowa Academy of Science, Vol. 29 [1922], No. 1, Art. 13
https://scholarworks.uni.edu/pias/vol29/iss1/13
LARAMIAN HIATUS 103
There is
,
however, a larger aspect of the Laramian uncon
formity plane which should be noted. It is a critical expressionot that great sedimental revolution which closed the Mesozoicera on this continent. The grand effects of this crustal movement
were apparently not alone epeirogenic in their nature, but theywere locally orogenic also. New Rocky Mountains came into ex
istence; although at a still subsequent date the area thus elevated
was agam leveled to the level of the sea. When sedimentation
was renewed in the region it was Tertiary deposition, perhaps
earlier than any Eocene deposit that we know elsewhere.
The old Laramian planation surface is one of wide extent. It
is also well displayed on the west side of the present Rocky
Mountains uplift, in the High Plateaus of eastern Utah. In
magnitude and importance it seems in every way comparable to
the vast Comanchan peneplain, since it extended over all the south
ern Rocky Mountain tract. It appears to match the great Miocene
peneplanation which the same region afterwards suffered. Its
record forms one of the most prolix chapters in Rocky Mountain
history.
The Laramian hiatus recalls to mind our own Arkansan hiatus
at the base of our Iowa Coal Measures. Like our Iowa interval
enormously thick deposits are represented elsewhere. Perhapsour own Coal Measures gave clue to the solution of the Laramian
problem which for more than half a century so completely baffledall mining men and geologists. Laramian events are manifestly
very much more important than has been commonly supposed.
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